
Florida was one of our nation’s last frontiers. As recently as the early 1900s, the
southern interior was a vast and foreboding swampland, largely inaccessible. With
waterways as their highways, the earliest inhabitants’ primary concern was navigation.
After a series of severe and damaging hurricanes, the need for drainage and flood
control became an immediate priority. The availability of fresh water then gained
attention after severe drought conditions created critically low water levels.

To better control extreme water levels, the Florida Legislature created the Central and
Southern Florida Flood Control District in 1949. Over 60 years, the agency evolved
from a single-purpose flood control district serving 800,000 people into the
multifaceted South Florida Water Management District, the largest and oldest of the
state’s five water management districts. Today, the District marks six decades of
service by providing flood protection while managing the water
supply of 7.5 million people, improving water quality and
restoring America’s Everglades.

Restoration Progress Highlighted in New Report
On March 1, the South Florida Water Management District and
the Florida Department of Environmental Protection released a
comprehensive update detailing a year of scientific, engineering
and restoration work to improve the environmental quality of

America’s Everglades and the entire South Florida
ecosystem. The 2009 South Florida

Environmental Report is available online
at www.sfwmd.gov/sfer

C E L E B R A T I N G 6 0 Y E A R S O F W A T E R M A N A G E M E N T

From Navigation to Restoration

This year marks 60 years of managing water
in South Florida. With rainfall extremes not a
new phenomenon in our region, this timeline
takes you back over the years to some of
South Florida’s noteworthy droughts.

1965
Lack of water becomes critical in
Everglades National Park
Due to severe drought, alligator holes dry up and
saltwater intrusion along coastal areas shrinks fish
and wildlife habitats. Park officials dynamite holes out
of limestone bedrock to provide adequate habitat for
the animals. To provide relief, the Flood Control
District implements an emergency water release
schedule from Everglades Water Conservation Area 3.
Only 5 percent of the alligator population survives
the drought. In September, Hurricane Betsy floods
the Everglades with 6 to 10 inches of rain.

1981
South Florida faces severe drought
Salt water encroaches into freshwater supplies, small
lakes turn into puddles, and the air fills with smoke
from the burning Everglades.

2001
A severe drought ends
Hurricane Gabrielle passes through Central Florida in
the middle of September, bringing tropical rains that
effectively end the severe drought gripping Central
and South Florida for 10 months.

2006
Long-term water shortage begins
From January through November 2006, only 38
inches of rain falls on South Florida – a deficit of
nearly a foot of average rainfall. The Upper Kissimmee
region north of Lake Okeechobee receives only 29
inches of rain – more than 1.5 feet below average.
The drought stretches through 2007 to create the
driest year for Florida on record since 1938.

2008
Tropical Storm Fay brings relief to
two-year water shortage
During one week in August, the District’s 16
counties averaged more than 7.5 inches of rain,
with 15 inches falling on some areas. Lake
Okeechobee rises more than 2 feet. While Fay’s
rains provide relief from the 2006-2008 water
shortage, the unpredictable nature of South
Florida’s rainfall extremes emphasizes the importance
of adopting a year-round culture of water
conservation.

Recognizing that water conservation is the best strategy to
meet growing demands on South Florida’s limited water
supply, the South Florida Water Management District
continues the public process toward adopting year-round

landscape irrigation conservation measures. The measures
are one component of a broad Comprehensive Water

Conservation Program, which is guiding efforts toward a
lasting water conservation ethic throughout South Florida that

will help sustain the regional supply. For more on water
conservation, visit www.savewaterfl.com
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